WHEN MUSLIMS WORK TOGETHER - NOUMAN ALI KHAN 

PART 6: VOLUNTEER DISCIPLINE 
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The (true) believers are only those who believe in 
Allah and His Messenger, and when they are with 
him on a public matter, they do not leave without 
his permission. 

Indeed, those who ask your permission (O 
Prophet it) are the ones who (truly) believe in 
Allah and His Messenger. 

So when they ask your permission for a private 
matter, grant permission to whoever you wish 
and ask Allah's forgiveness tor them. Surely Allah 
is All-Forgiving, Most Merciful. (Quran 24:62) 
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May Allah pardon you r O Prophet’! Why did you 
give them permission r to stay behind’ before 
those who told the truth were distinguished from 
those who were lying? 

Those who believe in Allah and the Last Day do 
not ask for exemption from striving with their 
wealth and their lives. And Allah has perfect 
knowledge of those who are mindful (of Him). 

No one would ask for exemption except those 
who have no faith in Allah or the Last Day, and 
whose hearts are in doubt, so they are torn by 
their doubts. 


Had they (really) intended to march forth, they 
would have made preparations for it. But Allah 
disliked that they should go, so He let them lag 
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behind, and it was said (to them), “Stay with those 
(weak ones) who remain behind.” 

(Quran 9: 43-46) 

INTRODUCTION TO THE SESSION: 

In order to introduce this session, I have shared with you two 
passages which at first sight seem to be mutually 
contradictory, but in reality they complement each other. 
These passages include verse no. 62 from Surah An-Nur and 
verses 43-46 from Surah Tauba. Explanation of these verses 
and when do they apply would help us uncover some of the 
really important aspects with regards to volunteer discipline. 
Both the passages under discussion deal with seeking 
permission or an excuse (rukhsah) from Islamic work. 

AN APPARENTLY CONTRADICTORY SET OF VERSES: 

So let's start with Surah An-Nur. The selected ayah explains the 
following: 

1. It is only the true believers who ask you for permission; it 
is a sign of their Imaan 

2. When they ask for permission, give them permission 
where you can 

Whereas, the passage from Surah Tauba informs us: 
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1. Those who are asking for permission to stay behind are 
those who have no Imaan 

2. They should not be given a permission 

From a surface-level reading of translation, one might think 
that these verses appear to be contradictory and opposite 
commands. However, as you would read through the 
explanation below, you would understand what they really 
point us towards how beautiful is the guidance they provide. 

HOW DO WE MAKE SENSE OF THEM AND HOW ARE THEV 
RELATED TO VOLUNTEER DISCIPLINE? 

Both the passages, as mentioned earlier, are to do with 
seeking permission or an excuse from Islamic work. We are 
discussing them because they represent some of the most 
beautiful examples of Quranic wisdom on this issue of Muslim 
volunteers seeking permission or Rukhsah from their leaders. 

This verse in Surah An-Nur is remarkable in many aspects. The 
first part of the verse says, ‘The believers are only those kinds 
of people who have faith in Allah and his Rasul is. The verse 
talks about the companions of beloved Prophet is, and 
discusses the situation when they are with the Prophet * on 
some collective mission, task or project, or when they go with 
him on some mission, or when he is assigns them to some duty, 
or he is assigns them a responsibility such as scouting an area 
or speaking to some tribe or any other work. This could be any 
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form of fask and nof just military affairs. ‘They, the noble 
companions, would not abandon (or leave) that task until 
they asked permission of the Prophet if. As can be seen, this 
passage has a great benefit for us as Islamic volunteer workers 
because it deals with ANY kind of collective Islamic work 
which the Quran calls as ‘Al-Amr ul Jami'. 

DIFFUSION OF RESPONSIBILITY 

Let's now push that into the contemporary times. Suppose we 
are in a meeting of our Islamic volunteer organization and it is 
decided that by the end of this week you three, X,Y and Z 
persons, will get a particular task done. Each one of those 
three people thinks the other two will do it. So X thinks Y will do 
it. Y thinks Z will do it, and Z thinks Y or X will do it, and hence I 
don't have to do it. All three turn up empty handed the next 
week! This in psychology is called diffusion of responsibility. 
Nobody takes responsibility. Everybody thinks that somebody 
else will do it and when you come back next week, you all 
look at each other and X says to Y, ‘You didn't do it while in 
the meeting you were nodding your head as if you had 
understood it and were going to take care of it'. “But you 
were nodding your head too”, Y replies. Same is the surprise 
the Z is in. All said and done, at the end of the week nobody 
gets the task done. No one inform the ameer or the leader 
that they would not be able to do the task. They all assumed 
that others would take care of the responsibility. 
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ISLAMIC GUIDANCE ON THE MATTER OF RESPONSIBILITY 

The guidance of Quran is that whenever Islamic workers are 
on a collective task, there is no diffusion of responsibility. They 
don't abandon that task unless they explicitly tell the team 
leader - ‘I am sorry, I can't do it. I got a situation at home. My 
mother in-law is here' or something that can be considered a 
valid excuse. So you have to clearly let the leader know if you 
are unable to do a thing and what is your genuine valid 
excuse for that. You should not assume that somebody else 
will take care of it. The responsibilities have to be clearly 
known. If not clear, ask and clarify. 

This is a very powerful guidance. This diffusion of responsibility 
is the kind of thing that destroys voluntary work. As a result of 
it, the leadership complain that volunteers don't do anything 
and the volunteers say that the leadership is not getting 
anything done. Nothing is being done because everybody 
thinks someone else will do it. And the whole effort or project 
is stagnant. But the Quranic advice keeps the machinery from 
breaking. What it means is that if you are not going to be able 
to do it, come out and say it. If you have another important 
commitment in parallel or have an emergency, say it and be 
open about what you can and can't do. Don't expect that 
the leader will automatically pick it without you explaining it 
to them. 
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‘INSHA ALLAH’, I WILL DO IT 

Another related issue concerns the word Insha Allah. We have 
to change the culture of corrupting the meaning of these 
beautiful words. We have to stop that. That's a sacred phrase. 
It's a beautiful thing to say - ‘Insha Allah'. We have turned it 
to something ugly! The way most people use it nowadays, 
Insha Allah can mean so many different things: It can mean 
‘yes’, it can mean ‘never’, it can mean ‘may be, if I'm in the 
mood'. It could also mean ‘I want to say no but I don't want 
to be heard like that'! It could be any of those meanings. It 
could mean anything! 

So be clear in what you can and cannot do. Be clear in your 
commitments and especially in committee tasks and team 
tasks. If you can't do a thing, say it clearly and do not leave 
any ambiguity. Do not leave people hanging by saying insha 
Allah when you don't really intend to do a thing. 

DO WE TAKE ISLAMIC VOLUNTEER WORK AS SERIOUSLY AS WE 
TAKE OUR JOBS? 

In order to understand the issue better, we can use another 
example. Let's suppose that you have a team at your job and 
your team is given a task. Your manager says, ‘You three have 
this task.' What would you three do? You would talk to each 
other and discuss how each of you would do certain parts of 
that task. You would also remind each other that you have to 
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coordinate well with each other in order to get the task done; 
So that you won't have a situation at the end of the deadline 
in which one of the guys says, ‘I thought you were going to do 
everything, that's why I was on vacation this week'. None of 
the employees will do that because they know what's going 
to happen if they do that - they will get fired. They will lose their 
job! 

But in Islamic work, because it's voluntary, you may get a 
response like ‘What are you going to do?, Fire me? I don't get 
a pay check anyway!’; OR, ‘Go ahead with what you are 
going to do! I won't come here anymore anyways'; OR ‘Fine, 
it was boring anyway.' It is a great mistake when the 
volunteers start to think that because the Islamic work is 
voluntary, they can make it trivial or they can go easy with it 
and not take it seriously. It is a grave mistake when volunteers 
think that they don't have to meet the deadline in volunteer 
work unlike how they behave at work or university. 

What happens when you feel that you are not going to meet 
a deadline at work? You stay late! You sweat it out! You exert 
extra efforts and ensure that you finish the work. Why? 
Because you want to keep the job. There's a seriousness in 
attitude when it comes to your job or work; but this, very 
unfortunately, is not the case when we think about Islamic 
work. We must remember that Islamic work is more important 
than any other task! It is an honor from Allah swt that He has 
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chosen us to do this work. We should be grateful for this and 
try to do our best. We should realize that by doing such 
volunteer Islamic work, we are benefitting our own selves and 
we should not let go this opportunity. 

MANIPULATIVE LEADERSHIP 

Now on the flip side, let's imagine that you have an ameer or 
somebody who's in charge of a project or a team and he 
gives you a task. When you say you can't do it, he responds 
by saying, ‘Struggle like it deserves to be struggled for, and 
stop making excuses!' You say, ‘Brother, my son is sick; my 
wife is sick; I got to take care of them first.' He references 
another ayah from Quran and says, ‘Your money and 
children are a fitnah (trial) for you; Allah has the ultimate 
reward.’ Let her be sick, Allah will take care of her. You think 
you will take care of her? Have some imaan! Do the work I 
ask you to do.’ 

Leadership (about which we’ll talk in more detail in one of the 
following sections) should not be emotionally manipulative. 
You can't give your volunteers a religious guilt trip. The Prophet 
if never did it. He never made people feel that way when they 
came and asked to be excused. 

So, if you are in a situation and the leadership makes you feel 
guilty when you come to say, 'Sorry I can't do this,' try not be 
affected by their emotional blackmailing. First of all, you 
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coming and saying, ‘Sorry, I can't do it’, was a choice; you 
didn't have to come. You could have just skipped on the 
whole thing and when they asked, you could have said, ‘Oh I 
forgot.' But the fact that you made an effort to come and say, 
‘Look I know this is important, but I can't do it; please assign to 
someone else’, is a show of how much you believe in the 
project and is a show that you take it seriously. So that should 
not be turned into a guilt trip by the leadership. That's bad 
leadership. That's emotionally manipulative leadership and 
that's the kind of leadership everybody runs away from. Such 
leaders often complain, ‘I don't have any volunteers; nobody 
works with me.' Obviously when you act like that, who would 
want to work with you? 

Even if the leader himself never spends any time with his family 
and in taking care of his or her other responsibilities, this in itself 
is an incorrect behaviour. This can never be quoted as an 
exemplary behaviour. Maybe you need to go home a little 
too. Spend time with your family and give them their rights. This 
is a very important area on the issue of seeking and giving 
permission that we should all understand. 

GUIDANCE FOR LEADERS: WHEN TO GIVE OUT THE PERMISSION 

Taking permission when you are a volunteer is a sign of your 
commitment but in the verses under discussion, the leadership 
is also given a very beneficial advice. One of the qualities 
expected from the leadership is that, ‘It they come to ask you 
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permission for some of fheir important matters, then give it.’ 
But it should not be a weak or a lame excuse for trivial things. 
For example, ‘Hey, by the way, ‘by the way, the new movie 
just came out and I can't wait to see it’; or ‘we are going to 
buy our suits for the wedding party, that's why I can't make to 
the program, sorry.' All these are examples of flimsy excuses 
but if they come to you with an excuse that is legitimate or 
serious, than in that case the rule is, ‘give permission to 
whomever among them you will [based on legitimate 
reasons].' 

Remember it's a leader's discretion to give or not to give 
permission. At the end of day, the leader is given the right by 
Allah swt that he or she has the choice regarding giving or not 
giving the permission. 

WHY DOESN’T HE GIVE ME RUKHSAH? - A LOOK FROM 
LEADER’S PERSPECTIVE: 

Let us now ponder on the verse from Surah Tauba and try to 
understand the apparent contradiction by an example. 
Suppose there's a store with a number of employees. Among 
those many employees, there is a guy who is really a star; he 
is really hard working. It is that guy who is really running the 
store single-handedly. On the other hand, there is another guy 
- the nephew or a relative of someone in the organization - 
who has got the job through connections and doesn't do 
much work. It's as if he's on vacation even when he's at work. 
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So, now the good employee comes and asks the manager for 
a day off. At the same time, the lousy employee comes and 
asks for a day off too. To whom the manager is going to give 
a day off? What makes sense? He is going to give it to the 
lousy employee! You know why? Because, whether the lousy 
employee is there or not, it's the same thing for the manager. 
His presence is not going to make any difference. So the 
manager says, ‘Chutti maro, go' [Translation of this Urdu 
expression: Go, enjoy your leave]. On the other hand, the guy 
who works hard, the manager is not going to give him even a 
day off. 

They both walk off and the lazy one says to himself, ‘You know 
what? I don't do any work and still I get a day off.’ And the 
other one's thinking, ‘Man, I am working so hard and definitely 
deserve a day off; yet he does not give me even a day off! 
He is giving leave to that slacker. That's not fair.’ But what he 
doesn't realize is that he didn't give him a day off not because 
he doesn't like him or he is being unfair; but because he is 
more valuable to the manager than anyone else - his 
presence really matters for him. It's a proof of how valuable 
he is. 

So sometimes when someone used to come with a legitimate 
excuse to the Prophet is and say, ‘I cannot do this task for this 
reason’, the Prophet is would say, ‘I can't give you permission, 
I need you!’ 
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That's a discretion on the Prophet it but if he can afford to let 
him go, he will. So the leader has to be merciful. However, he 
also needs to understand the needs of the work. So press upon 
your followers but don't press so much that they break. That's 
the balance we need to aim for. 

WHEN SHOULD RUKHSAH OR A PERMISSION NOT BE GRANTED? 

Surah Taubah, from beginning to end, is tackling an 
emergency situation. It's a state of emergency for the whole 
Muslim community. Makkah has just been conquered and we 
have just pocked at the Roman hornet's nest. And now there's 
a big conflict about to begin between us and the Romans. So, 
the Messenger it starts preparing for an open draft. This was 
the first time in Islamic history that it was mandatory on every 
one capable of fighting to come and join the army. Before 
that, it was voluntary. Participation in Badr and Uhud were 
voluntary. Ahzaab was voluntary. But Tabuk was an event with 
mandatory participation. So, if anyone didn't show up, he 
would better have a good excuse. We are heading towards 
Tabuk. We are going to meet the Roman army of around 
100,000 men; it's not a light matter. 

The hypocrites (munafiqoon) weren't up for it so they came to 
the Prophet * with all the lame excuses that one can think off. 
One of them came and said, ‘Oh Messenger of Allah, give me 
permission. See, I have a weak spot tor women. So when we 
are going to pass through some towns with really beautiful 
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women, I won't be able to control myself. So I am going to put 
myself in fitnah and, therefore, please allow me not to go into 
the battle against the Romans.' 

The Prophet if, despite he knew that the excuse presented to 
him was a lame one, still heard this and allowed the person to 
stay behind. And that's the genius of the Prophet if. That kind 
of a joker who made a foolish excuse like this would have 
been a liability on the battle field, not an asset. Had they 
come out, they would have caused nothing more than a 
disruption. They would have been a problem not a solution. 
On the battlefield, you need the tightest discipline. Even if one 
soldier leaves his position, there can be a chaos. So, if you 
have an unreliable solider, you tell him, ‘Why don't you stay 
at home and cook? Let the real soldiers go.’ So if he's coming 
and asking for an excuse, it's better you let him stay. 

But despite this, Allah instructs the Prophet it that in a state of 
emergency, ‘When people come and ask you to give 
permission, don't give them permission.’ And you will find that 
even through you did not give them permission, they will still 
stay behind and they'll prove their disobedience to you; 
they'll prove their hypocrisy. So I did not want you to give them 
permission this time'. So Allah asks the Prophet it that in a state 
of emergency, ‘Why did you give them permission?' Don't 
give permission until you can confirm who is speaking the truth 
and who is lying. 
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From this we learn that in a state of emergency or a life and 
death situations for the organization or the cause, the 
permissions are dropped. During those times, there's no 
approvals tor ‘Please excuse me, I have problem.’ No, that 
permission will not be given. And actually the only people 
excused were the ones Allah himself excused in Sura Taubah. 

THE STANDARD PROTOCOL FOR VOLUNTEERS AND THEIR 
LEADERS: 

In the light of above discussion, we have learnt from the 
selected passage from Surah An-Nur the standard protocol of 
volunteer discipline. If you have an issue, ask permission. 
Leadership should go out of their way to try to give the 
permission in most cases. That should be the rule. Let it go and 
that's a show of courtesy to the volunteers. Don't make them 
feel bad about it. Do not make them feel that they are less of 
a volunteer if they ask for permission or rukhsah. Respect them 
and honour their request. The fact that the volunteers come 
and ask you for permission is a sign that they truly respect you. 

We know from the study of Seerah that under normal 
circumstances, the hypocrites never asked for permission. The 
only reason they came to ask for permission was because it 
was mandatory for everyone to participate this time. They 
never came to ask for permission voluntarily or at their own will. 
For the people who come to ask for permission voluntarily, it is 
sign of their belief and their imaan. That's what surah an-Nur 
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points out. On the other hand, surah Tauba explains that when 
in a state of emergency, people come making lame excuses; 
that's a proof that they have no imaan. This is the state that 
shows that their hearts one riddled with doubt and they are 
going to go back and forth in their doubts. 

THE STATE OF THOSE WHO MAKE LAME EXCUSES TESTIFIES 
AGAINST THEIR CLAIMS 

In the verse 46 of Surah Tauba, Allah swt has uncovered the 
state of hypocrites who were trying to deceive the Prophet is 
and the believers. Picture in your mind a guy coming to the 
Rasul is and saying, ‘I was ready to go; but you know, at the 
last minute this thing happened. You know me! I was ready.' 
Allah says, ‘Had they really intended to come with you, they 
would have packed their bags and done the preparation'. 
How many bags did they fill? None! They had not packed. 
Allah called them out because He knew what was inside their 
hearts and inside their houses. They came and said that they 
were ready. Allah responded by asking about how ready they 
were? Allah SWT disliked appointing these people with the 
Prophet if in battle. Allah did not want them to come because 
of their crookedness and hypocrisy. Allah swt clarified to his 
messenger if that such people shouldn't have the honour of 
accompanying you. That's why they stayed behind. He made 
them lag behind. This is the insult. In the Arabic language, 
Quaidoon is used for men, women and children that don't go 
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to battle. As Allah says, ‘sit back with ‘AI-QuaidoorY - the 
women and children who sit back. That's what He calls them. 

So this was a session on volunteer discipline, in general, and, 
specifically, permission or Rukhsah. The next session is about 
giving your opinion. 
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